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Regional Sales of General Merchandise in 
Small Towns and Rural Areas 

By Reba L. Osborne, Market Data Section, Marketing Research Division 

AN INDEX of retaU sales of general merchandise 
• in smaU towns and rural areas for the country as 

a whole, together with a description of the method 
employed in its construction, was presented in the De
cember 1934 issue of the SURVEY OF CURRENT BUSI
NESS. Since the publication of those figures, requisite 
basic data have been obtained maldng it possible to 
construct index figures for four main geographical 
regions of the country *—the Middle West, the East, 
the South, and the Far West. 

The regional iodexes are constructed from doUar-
sales figures furnished by the firms which cooperated 
in suppljnng the material from which the United States 
total rural sales index was computed, and the figures 
presented herewith are entirely comparable in method 
with that index. The cooperating firms are Chicago 
MaU Order Co., Montgomery Ward & Co., Sears, 
Roebuck & Co., and J. C. Penney Co. 

I t should be noted that while the figures obtained 
from the four firms furnish a fairly large sample of 
rural sales of general merchandise, the indexes are not 
entirely representative since the trend of sales of small 
independent rural stores differs somewhat from that 
of the large chain organizations and maU-order com
panies. Circumstances may require later expansion 
or modification of the indexes. The data wiU be sup
plemented by sales of independent rural stores when 
an adequate sample of such can be obtained. Also a 
comparison wiU be made with figures provided by the 
Census of Business, 1935, when those figures become 
available, and should any notable change in the repre
sentativeness of the sample be revealed, necessary 
adjustments wUl be made. 

The J. C. Penney Co. furnished figures comparing 
sales in each month with sales in the corresponding 
month of the previous year for an identical group of 
stores, thus maldng it possible to eliminate the effect 
of expansion in the number of stores.^ For the three 
maU-order firms sales made by mail only were used, the 
bulk of these sales go to persons in communities of 
less than 10,000 population. Sales of local stores main
tained by two of the mail-order companies were ex
cluded from the index, since they represented too 

1 Becnuso ol tho nature of mail-order distribution, vnrintions from tlie roglonol 
divisions used by the Bureau of the Census were necessary, tho States being grouped 
as follows: Middle West: Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesoto, 
Iowa, Missouri, Nortli Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, 
Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico. East: Maine, New Hampshire, 
Vermont, Massaclmsotts, Ehodo Island, Connecticut, Now York, New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia. South: North Caro
lina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Missis
sippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, Texas. Far West: Idaho, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, 
Washington, Oregon, California. 

' These flgures wore converted to an averago daily sales basis, from which yoar 
link relatives were computed; all ot the link relatives thus obtained being in effect 

large a volume of urban trade. J. C. Penney Co. 
maintains a number of stores in places exceeding 10,000 
population; however, sales of these stores were not 
excluded since a considerable portion of their business 
comes from the outlying country. 

Relative Importance of Sales in Difierent Regions 

The total sales of the four companies as used in the 
construction of the regional indexes aggregated about 
$392,000,000 in 1933 and represent about one-fifth 
of aU general merchandise sales in places of less than 
30,000 population, as shown by the 1933 Census of 
American Business. Of this total, both the East and 
the South accounted for about $71,000,000, or 18 
percent each; the Middle West $187,000,000, or nearly 
48 percent; and the far West $63,000,000 or 16 percent. 
Since no single figure is pubhshed by the census which 
would adequately represent sales in rural regions and 
smaU towns, an arbitrary figure was arrived at by com
bining the census figures representing sales of general 
merchandise stores in places of less than 30,000 popula
tion, catalog sales of aU maU-order houses, and sales 
other than food in aU country general stores, it being 
assumed that approximately one-half of the sales of 
such stores is food. 

Methods of Computing Indexes 

The index figures ia the group are arithmetic averages 
of weighted relatives based on average daUy sales. 
After converting the figures to an average daUy sales 
basis, relatives representing sales in the different 
regions were computed for each firm using the average 
for the 12 months of 1931 as the base period. These 
relatives were then multiphed by the respective in
dividual weights for the regions assigned each company. 
The aggregates thus obtaiaed for the four companies 
were combined according to regions, and the final 
indexes computed, using the monthly average for 1929-
31 as 100. 

For convenience, the actual computation was made 
on the basis of a standard length month, equivalent to 
an average daily sales basis. To convert the monthly 
sales figures to a standard length montb basis the 

a series of index numbers, but each having a different base. Those link relatives 
extending over several years wore then converted into on index with a common base. 
In order to do this, the year 1931 was employed and on ordinary index for that year 
was made by dividing eoch month's sales by the average for the 12-month period. 
Each of the index numbers for 1031 was multiplied by the relative for the corre
sponding month in 1932, to secure an Index for each month of 1032, and they wore 
divided by the relatives of 1031 to obtain index numbers for the corresponding months 
of 1930. Tho index numbers for 1930 In turn were divided by that year's relatives to 
extend tho index back to 1020 and thoso for 1032 were multiplied by the relatives 
for 1033 to project it forward, ond so on. Tho result of this process was an Index based 
on the average months' sales for 1031. 
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Trend of Sales of General Merchandise in Small Towns and Rural Areas, 
by Regions, 1929-36 
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number of worldng days in each month was calculated 
back to January 1929; also the number of workiog 
days ia a standard length month was computed, using 
a period of 28 years. The sales figures were adjusted 
to a standard length month basis by multiplying them 
by the ratio of the number of days in the standard 
length month to the number of days calculated for the 
particular month concei-ned. In calculating the num
ber of worldng days in a month, allowance was made 
for the varying sales importance of the difl'erent days 
of the week. The weights assigned the respective days 
were not the same for all four companies since the pro
portion of weekly sales made on the different days 
varied somewhat. 

The sales figures were weighted for each company 
and for each region, the weights varying accordiogly. 
The selection was made with regard, primarily, to the 
proportion the different company's sales represented of 
the total sales of each region. Some slight changes 
were made to take into account for each organization 
such secondary factors as the general geograpliical 
distribution of sales, the proportion of nonrural cus
tomers, the variety of merchandise carried, and the 
relative importance and reliabihty of sales reported as 
an indicator of business in rural communities. 

An index adjusted for seasonal variations was also 
computed for each geographical region. A study of 
the monthly sales figures showed that seasonal influ
ences were not uniform for all regions and, in order to 
remove satisf actorUy the seasonal swings from the index 
figures, a series of representative correction factors 
were computed for each region. The "ratio to moving 
average" method was employed in maldng the com
putations with certain further refinements to overcome 
the lack of data for earlier years. No adjustment was 
made for the shifting date of Easter; however, shoiUd 
sales figures for subsequent years show any relatively 
important change in its effect on rural sales, necessary 
adjustments \vUl be made. 

Trend of Sales in Recent Years 

From 1929 through 1932 the trend of general mer
chandise sales in rural areas was steadily downward in 
aU regions. Sales for 1932 were only about one-half as 
large as the 1929 totals, Avith decreases ranging from 
42 percent in the far West to 62 percent in the Middle 
West. The largest relative decline for any one year 
was in 1930, when sales in both the Middle West and in 
the South feU off 26 percent. The East experienced its 
greatest decline the foUowing year, and in the far West 
the largest drop was in 1932. 

On a monthly basis, sales were at a peak in March of 
1929 in aU areas except the far west (after adjustment 
for seasonal variation). In the latter region, the peak 
reached in November was 3 percent higher than the top 
of the spring movement. All of the indexes were lowest 

in March 1933, with the index for three of the regions 
varying only from 47.1 to 49.2; the index for the far 
western region was 55.4. 

A definite upward swing in sales throughout the 
country took place during the second quarter of 1933 
and has continued up to the present time. Recovery 
during the first year was decidedly more rapid and 
more pronounced in the South than in other pai'ts of 
the country, sales having increased 24 percent from 
1932 to 1933 as compared with gains ranging from 4 to 
9 percent in the other three regions. A more general 
gain, however, took place the foUowing year when the 
doUar volume of sales was about one-fifth greater in 
each region than for 1933. In 1935, a further gain of 
about one-fifth was recorded, with the regional increases 
remarkably uniform for the second consecutive year. 

Rural sales continued to record substantial gains 
during the current year as farm income continued to 
expand. Total sales for the first half of the year for 
the country as a whole were about 11 percent in excess 
of the corresponding period of 1935. The increases, 
however, varied considerably in the different regions. 
The greatest relative increase for the 6-month period 
was recorded in the far West, which showed a gain of 
18 percent, and the smaUest was in the Middle West 
where sales increased about 8 percent. 

The drought, which has assumed serious proportions 
this summer, has not as yet been reflected to any im
portant extent in the indexes. The losses experienced 
may be expected to affect sales in some areas, but the 
marked rise in prices of the farm products affected wiU 
be an offsetting influence for the country as a whole. 

A comparison with the 6-month period of 1929 
shows that sales in the far West were 7 percent greater 
for the first half of 1936 than in 1929, the South was 
only slightly below the 1929 figure for that region, 
whUe the East stUl lacked 9 percent and the Middle 
West 24 percent of the 1929 6 months' totals. 

Indexes WiU Be Issued Monthly 

The percentage change comparisons of sales by 
regions which have been shown regularly in monthly 
statements issued in mimeograph form by the Bureau, 
will be supplemented by the actual index figures for 
each region. This group of indexes wUl also appear 
with the series for the country as a whole which have 
been published each month on page 27 of this magazine. 

Additional Data on Independent Store Sales 

In order to supplement the indexes of the large mer
chandisers in rural areas, and the other retaU sales 
indexes as weU, the Bureau has inaugurated a series of 
reports of the sales of independent merchants, by States. 

The splendid cooperation of retaUers, and the coUab-
oration of the bureaus of business research of several 
universities has enabled this service to expand from the 
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3 States originaUy covered to some 15 States at the 
present time. 

The figures are released before the end of the month 
foUowing that to which they relate, and show by hues 
of trade the changes in sales volumes for the month, 
as compared with those of the preceding month of the 
same year and also with sales of the corresponding 
month of the previous year. The number of firms 
reporting and the actual doUar figures are also shown; 
however, the method of presentation insures nondis
closure of reported figures of individual businesses. 

Reports are available through the Bureau for the 
States of Arkansas, Colorado, lUinois, Indiana, Iowa, 
Kansas, Massachusetts, Missouri, Nebraska, New 
Mexico, Ohio, Oklahoma, Texas, Wisconsin, Wyoming. 
It is planned to coUect shnUar information from addi
tional States and eventuaUy to expand the coverage 
so that it wiU be national in scope. When data have 
been coUected for a suflBcient period, it is hoped that 
indexes of the sales movement may be constructed and 
the data presented in a manner which wiU facUitate 
ready comparison with other retaU sales data. 

Indexes of Dollar Sales of General Merchandise In Small Towns and 
Rural Areas by Regions 

[1029-31=100] 

Year and month 

1929 
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
June. . 
July 
August 
September 
October 
November 
December 

Annual Index 

1930 
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
Juno 
Ju ly . . . 
August 
September 
October 
November 
December 

Annual Index 

1031 
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
June 

Without adjustment for 
seasonal variation 

Middle 
West 

08.1 
109.3 
137.0 
123.0 
116.2 
120.4 
101.4 
IIS.O 
136.0 
164.1 
165.2 
177.8 

120.1 

89.1 
00.2 
07.1 

104.0 
90.0 
04.8 
72.1 
81.0 
88.0 

100.4 
102.0 
120.1 

95.6 

00.8 
72.6 
70.0 
82.8 
78.9 
78.6 

Bast 

85.6 
09.4 

118.0 
110.0 
108.3 
123.8 
04.9 

in.o 
117.1 
m.l 
134.0 
109.8 
117.8 

01.4 
100.7 
103.0 
107.0 
111.8 
102.6 
81.3 
02.0 
90.4 

110.7 
102.0 
127.7 

101.0 

78.9 
83.0 
84.0 
85.0 
82.0 
84.4 

South 

90.7 
120.0 
138.3 
116.1 
100.7 
108.5 
87.0 
09.2 

139.3 
183.8 
17L9 
177.4 

120.0 

90.9 
113.0 
107.0 
08.8 
01.0 
86.2 
03.7 
70.7 
00.3 

114.9 
107.1 
113.4 

00.1 

71.8 
84.0 
80.9 
82.3 
77.0 
72.6 

Far 
West 

08.5 
80.8 

107.8 
00.7 

103.7 
110.7 
90.3 

109.0 
140.8 
142.3 
163.0 
183.2 

110.0 

80.0 
85.7 
96.9 
98.3 
9L1 

100.9 
77.1 
88.6 

110.8 
112.1 
114.6 
137.6 

9.4 

08.0 
7L4 
79.5 
82.8 
87.1 
83.8 

• With adjustment for 
seasonal variation 

Middle 
West 

119.7 
120.4 
162.2 
124.8 
118.7 
120.0 
130,1 
132.2 
130.3 
130.0 
120.2 
126.2 

108.7 
111.3 
107.9 
100.6 
102.1 
97.2 
92.6 
02.0 
80.4 
84.8 
82.9 
84.0 

85.2 
83.8 
85.6 
84.1 
81.3 
80.0 

Fast 

101.8 
108.7 
120.2 
111.1 
111.1 
120.0 
120.9 
125.6 
125.2 
110.0 
117.0 
119.2 

108.8 
110.1 
110.6 
108.2 
114.7 
105.1 
103.0 
106.0 
90.0 
93.4 
80.0 
80.0 

03.0 
91.7 
88.9 
86.4 
85.0 
80.0 

South 

120.1 
120.0 
148.7 
124.6 
113.7 
120.2 
120.1 
130.0 
135.0 
133.7 
120.2 
128.0 

110.8 
113.0 
115.1 
100.8 
103.0 
00.1 
0L7 
93.0 
88.1 
83.0 
80.5 
82.2 

80.5 
84.0 
87.0 
80.0 
87.0 
84.3 

Far 
West 

01.0 
109.0 
123.2 
104.6 
116.2 
117.1 
UO.l 
118.5 
120.3 
121.0 
127.5 
120.1 

107.4 
108.6 
100.0 
100.3 
101.2 
108.8 
92.0 
00.2 
04.7 
05.8 
95.0 
90.2 

91.3 
00.3 
00.8 
80.6 
00.7 
88.7 

Indexes of Dollar Sales of General Merchandise In Small Towns and 
Rural Areas by Regions—Continued 

[1020-31 = 100] 

Year and month 

July 
August 
September 
October 
November 
December 

Annual Index 75.5 

1032 
January 
February -
March 
April 
May 
June. . 
July 
August 
September.-
October 
November 
December 

Annual index. 

1935 
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
Juno 
July 
August 
September.. 
October 
November 
December.. 

Annual Index. 

1030 
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
June 
July 

Without adjustment for 
seasonal variation 

Middle 
West 

01.7 
04.2 
06.0 
77,4 
82.4 
04.6 

East 

1033 
January. . 
February.. 
March 
April 
May 
Juno -
July 
August , 
September 
October 
November 
December 

Annual Index 

1034 
January . . . 
February 
March 
April 
May 
Juno 
July 
August 
Sopteinbor , 
October 
November 
December 

Annual index.... 

60.8 
68.5 
50.4 
04.0 
GO. 4 
00.0 
45.7 
40.6 
68.8 
73.4 
71.2 
77.9 

01.3 

44.0 
47.5 
42.4 
57.0 
01.2 
03.0 
53.9 
02.2 
06.0 
80.5 
05.4 

103.0 

05.7 

03.2 
07.8 
70.8 
07.0 
73.8 
05.5 
55.0 
00,6 
04,3 
07.3 

101.0 
128.2 

79.0 

70.2 
70.2 
86.9 
04.2 
85.0 
01.0 
71.4 
75.3 
04.2 

117.1 
110.7 
143.7 

03.8 

73.6 
75.3 
92.8 
00.2 

102.3 
100,1 

07.6 
71.0 
08.2 
81.7 
77.2 
07.0 

80.3 

02.0 
04.7 
03.0 
00.7 
03.1 
04.5 
40.8 
62.0 
67.7 
73.0 
72.0 
80.4 

04.6 

40.4 
54.3 
44.7 
57.8 
65.7 
60.7 
60.8 
03.0 
07.9 
92.5 

104.6 
105.1 

06,0 

05,4 
71.0 
75.2 
70.5 
74.8 
07.4 
57.5 
03,2 
79.7 

100.1 
103,9 
120.0 

80.4 

71.0 
81.2 
00.1 
07.7 
84,3 
92,9 
71.8 
77.5 
97.1 

119.7 
119.3 
158.0 

90.8 

78.0 
80.7 

100.7 
100.2 
107.0 
106.1 

S o u t h 

57.1 
60,0 
00,8 
80,0 
84.0 
90.1 

74,0 

60.1 
06,8 
00.4 
01.6 
50.7 
66.1 
42.4 
46.1 
05.0 
00.6 
83.2 
84.2 

03.0 

51.3 
60.3 
45.7 
01.6 
05.1 
67.3 
66.4 
08.2 
85.7 

130.5 
142,0 
124.0 

70.4 

75.8 
02.0 
81.3 
75.5 
70.7 
09.4 
04.4 
06.4 

114.6 
145.0 
140.9 
148.7 

95.9 

84.6 
108.5 
111. 3 
109.4 
95.0 
09.3 
78.3 
83.4 

125.1 
165.7 
157.4 
178.3 

110.4 

00.8 
111.4 
118.4 
117.0 
113.0 
114.0 

Far 
West 

73.1 
74.3 
03.4 
89.7 
93.1 

112.3 

84.0 

55.2 
57.7 
04.3 
00.8 
02.5 
03.0 
65.1 
60.8 
71.0 
80.3 
73.6 
98.2 

07.0 

47.7 
48.9 
48.6 
62,0 
02.0 
09.0 
02.8 
70.0 
87.6 
88.7 
98,7 

129.0 

73.1 

05.8 
73,1 
70,1 
70.7 
77.4 
78.5 
00,8 
81.0 

116.1 
112.6 
107.1 
147.4 

00,1 

71.1 
75.3 
85.0 
02.0 
91.0 

100.0 
80.3 
91.5 

121,4 
134,4 
135.1 
172,9 

105,1 

82.0 
83.0 

100.1 
110.7 
112.8 
122.7 

With adjustment for 
seasonal variation 

Middle 
West 

79.1 
73.3 
00.3 
05.3 
07.0 
00.0 

60.3 
07.0 
00.0 
05.0 
02.2 
02.2 
68.0 
60.6 
50.1 
61.0 
57.0 
54.0 

Fast 

54.7 
64.0 
47.1 
53.6 
03.1 
06.3 
00.1 
71.1 
00.0 
75.5 
77.0 
72.5 

77.1 
78.4 
78.0 
08.0 
70.1 
67.2 
71.3 
76.0 
01.7 
82.1 
S6,0 
00,3 

86.0 
88.1 
05,5 
05,0 
88.2 
04.0 
01.5 
SO.O 
04.7 
93.8 
97.3 

101.2 

80.0 
87.0 

103.1 
100.7 
105.4 
102.0 

80.0 
80.0 
73.0 
09.0 
07.4 
08.7 

74.9 
70.7 
07.0 
07.1 
04.7 
00.2 
60.7 
58.8 
01.7 
02.1 
02.9 
00.0 

58.8 
50.4 
47.6 
68.1 
67.2 
58.2 
04.8 
71.2 
72.0 
78.1 
01.2 
73.7 

South 

82.1 
73.7 
60.4 
58.2 
03.0 
05.3 

07.0 
00.8 
04.0 
60.4 
03.7 
04.0 
01.0 
50.3 
03.4 
06.8 
02.0 
01.0 

77.0 
78.3 
80.0 
70.8 
70.7 
09.1 
73.2 
71.4 
86.3 
89.6 
00.7 
01.1 

8.1.5 
83.8 
95.0 
98.2 
80.6 
95.2 
91.4 
87.5 

103.9 
101.0 
104.2 
111.3 

93.0 
94.7 

107.2 
100.7 
110.7 
107.8 

01.8 
60.3 
40.2 
00.0 
73.2 
00.7 
79.7 
80.8 
83.0 
99.3 

107.2 
80.9 

01.4 
92,0 
87.4 
81.0 
80.1 
80.7 
92.0 
87.4 

111.8 
105.4 
100,0 
107,8 

101.0 
108,5 
110.7 
118.2 
100.8 
116.5 
112.7 
109,8 
122,0 
120.6 
118.4 
120.2 

120.2 
111. 4 
127.4 
127.2 
127.0 
132.5 

Far 
West 

88.0 
80.8 
70.0 
70.7 
77.2 
73.0 

74.0 
73.0 
73.5 
72.2 
60.5 
06,7 
00,4 
01.7 
00.7 
08.0 
01.0 
04.4 

04.0 
61.0 
66.4 
07.7 
08.0 
73.0 
76.7 
77.0 
74.8 
75.8 
81.0 
84.0 

88.3 
02.6 
87.0 
82.9 
80.0 
83.1 
84.1 
80.0 
98.3 
90.2 
88.8 
90.7 

05.4 
96.3 
97.9 

100.4 
101.2 
100.8 
101. 0 
102.7 
103.7 
114.9 
112.1 
113.4 

111.3 
105.8 
114.4 
110.0 
125.4 
129.8 
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